
American women won the right to vote in 1920, after 70 years of nonviolent but determined political activism. 
They triumphed despite widespread opposition that ranged from average citizens to powerful and 

wealthy interest groups, such as the liquor industry. As in the case of other human rights movements, fi erce antagonism at times erupted 
into violence against suffrage advocates. This violence did not deter the movement from pursuing its goal in a peaceful fashion.

Above, in 1912, suffragist Margaret Foley appeals to an Ohio crowd to support women’s right to the ballot. 
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A landmark event in the suffrage story was the 1848 Women’s Rights Convention 
in Seneca Falls, New York. It issued a Declaration of Sentiments stating, “All men 
and women are created equal.” It was organized by a group of committed women 
and men, many of whom were veteran campaigners for the abolition of slavery.  
Among them was Elizabeth Cady Stanton, left. In the years that followed, Stanton 
and her ally, Susan B. Anthony, right, became two of the best-known advocates of 
women’s rights. They shaped and led one of the two dominant woman suffrage 

associations of the 19th century. They emphasized lobbying at the federal, or na-
tional, level for an amendment to the Constitution that would guarantee women the 
vote throughout the country. 
   One of the suffragists’ most effective tools was the use of traveling speakers, top. 
Publications, posters, and advertisements -- like the one directly above -- helped 
spread the message of equal rights for women. Pinback buttons like those shown 
were produced by suffragists to infl uence male voters before many state elections.

q2

The suffrage movement embraced and involved women and men of all ethnic and 
socio-economic backgrounds in the United States. Its members also reached out 
to like-minded people overseas. 
   Top, one of the eminent leaders at Seneca Falls was abolitionist orator 
Frederick Douglass, a life-long supporter of women’s rights. His  speech  convinced     
the delegates to include the demand for the vote in the Declaration of Sentiments.  

Center, two suffragists protest taxation without representation in Chicago, 1905. 
   Background: Women fi rst voted in the territory of Wyoming in 1869. Bottom, 
feminist leaders Dr. Aletta Jacobs of The Netherlands and American Carrie Chapman 
Catt (seated, third and fi fth from left) with the Chinese Women’s Rights Convention 
in 1912. The two women were on a two-year world tour, holding meetings through-
out Europe, Africa, and Asia.
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Despite having limited access to education, money, or political power, women 
worked hard to publicize their demands and attract potential allies. Top, working 
men and labor groups became suffrage supporters partly through speakers’ direct 
appeals at factory gates. Center, men supporting equal rights march in the 1913 
New York suffrage parade.  Above, an automobile allowed suffrage speakers to 
tour 20 counties in New York State.

   Top left, abolitionists and suffragists Lucy Stone, one of the fi rst women to lecture 
publicly for women’s rights, and her husband, Henry Blackwell. Stone and Black-
well launched and edited an infl uential weekly newspaper, The Woman’s Journal. 
They founded the second dominant woman suffrage association, which focused on 
organizing at the state level. 
 

Suffragists waged right-to-vote campaigns in state after state, and won the approval of 
male voters in 15 out of 48. Top, supporters in Marthasville, Missouri, led a backyard 
meeting from a platform perched in a tree. Center, participants in the 1911 suffrage 
parade in New York City marched by trades and professions to show why working women 
needed the ballot.  Right, Florence Luscomb volunteered many hours as a newsgirl, 
selling The Woman’s Journal on the “coldest and windiest” corner in Boston. Only 
fi ve years old when she fi rst heard Susan B. Anthony speak, she remained an activist 

until her death at 98 in 1985. Bottom, thanks to the movement’s successful efforts in 
the state of California, women like this young San Franciscan cast their fi rst votes for 
president in the November 1912 election. 
   Center left inset, Ida Bell Wells-Barnett, journalist, anti-lynching leader, and staunch 
suffragist. She organized the fi rst suffrage club for African-American women in Illinois. 
Wells-Barnett integrated the 1913 suffrage parade in Washington, D.C., refusing to march 
at the end of the procession, to where other African-American women were relegated.
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Two young college graduates, Alice Paul and Lucy Burns, revived the long-dormant 
federal amendment in 1913 by staging a political parade in Washington, D.C. 
With banners, marching bands, colorful costumes, fl oats (top), and an estimated 
6,000 to 8,000 women marching, the March 3 parade refocused attention on the 
national level instead of the individual states. Center, shortly after the parade 

started, rowdy and intoxicated men and boys closed in and blocked the marchers. 
Some grabbed at the women, tore their clothes, insulted them, spat on them, and 
ripped banners from their hands. Most policemen stood by and did nothing to help 
the marchers. Bottom, the suffragists completed their march only when the federal 
government rushed cavalry troops from a nearby fort into the capital city. 
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In 1916, the leading suffrage organization under Carrie Chapman Catt adopted a 
secret “Winning Plan.” Its goal was immediate passage of the federal amendment. 
President Wilson’s rebuff of suffragists’ appeals in 1917, however, prompted Alice 
Paul and the more militant branch of the movement to picket the White House for 
the fi rst time in the history of the United States. Top, for months, despite the start 
of World War I, women stood outside the White House with banners protesting the 
president’s opposition to the federal amendment.
   Center, following days of violence against the suffrage pickets, police began 

to arrest them. Eventually, several hundred women were arrested and more than a 
hundred were sent to jail. Prisoner Alice Paul, bottom left, and several others 
undertook a hunger strike. They were constantly harassed, threatened with the 
insane asylum, and eventually force fed through tubes forced down their throats. 
Bottom, as war raged in Europe, the prisoners’ supporters kept up the pressure on 
the president and Congress. The administration – politically embarrassed by the 
tenacity of the pickets – capitulated in late November. All suffrage prisoners were 
released.  The president and a majority in Congress fi nally supported their cause.
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On August 26, 1920, the 19th Amendment to the Constitution, approved by Congress and ratifi ed by the requisite 36 states, became the law of the land.
Top right, national suffrage leader Carrie Chapman Catt receives a hero’s welcome home in New York. An inspiring speaker and detail-oriented 

administrator, she developed the successful strategy of uniting women in each state to work together to get the national government to pass the suffrage 
amendment. Center, women celebrated victory in New York. 
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A suffragist makes a key addition, including the word “women” in the U.S. Declaration of Independence, on this 1915 cover 
illustration by Paul Stahr for Life magazine.
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